Elevations in skin tissue levels of bile acids in human cholestasis: relation to serum levels and topruritus.
To define the relationship of bile acid retention to the pruritus of cholestasis, we quantified individual bile acids in serum, acetone swabs of skin, and skin tissue in 13 patients with cholestasis undergoing laparotomy and in 8 controls. There was no consistent relationship between pruritus and concentrations of either total or individual bile acids in serum. Skin tissue concentrations of bile acids were elevated in patients with cholestasis, were linearly related to serum levels, and did not differentiate between those patients with and those without pruritus. Concentrations of bile acids on the skin surface, which were lower than those reported by others, did not correlate with pruritus, and were decreased by simple soap and water washing. These data indicate that the pruritus of cholestasis is not directly related to the skin tissue concentration of any of the major bile acids, although a relationship to a particular molecular form of bile acids could not be excluded.